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ABSTRACT
Collaboration in distributed settings has become a reality in organizational life, yet we still 
have much to learn. One important area of study is the integration of Collaboration Engineer-
ing (CE) in distributed, or virtual, teams. Collaboration Engineering offers promising 
guidelines for process structure, but its application in distributed environments is just begin-
ning to be studied. We conducted a study in the design science tradition with the goal of 
examining whether and how the principles and techniques of Collaboration Engineering can 
be taken into a distributed setting. We report on the design, development, and feasibility test of 
a prototype environment that implements CE techniques for distributed teams. The study 
examined leadership and process structure effects on the development of shared understanding 
. An earlier version of this article was published in the proceedings of the 2th International Workshop 
on Groupware: Design, Implementation, and Use, CRIWG 2006, held at Medina del Campo, Spain.
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in student teams working in a simulated organizational environment. Content analysis of 
qualitative data was combined with descriptive statistics of quantitative data to gain insight 
into participants’ activities. We discuss the challenges of Collaboration Engineering in 
distributed environments and offer lessons learned and opportunities for future research.
Keywords: Collaboration engineering, distributed teams, virtual teams, shared understand-






















































































6.	 Build	consensus: moving from having fewer to having more group members who 
are willing to commit to a proposal. 















“Choose this thinkLet when it is important to create a shared understanding of the 
problem among people with different perspectives, expertise, or background.”
and the following description of when not to use it (ibid, p. 7):
“Do not choose this thinkLet to maximize the number of creative ideas a group pro-
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and predictable process patterns  that  are provided by CE  techniques give  the  team a 
shared language for process, which has potential to increase shared understanding.










































tional  teams,  the  factors  that  contribute  to  positive  virtual  team  outcomes  include 
training (Kaiser, Tullar, and McKowen, 2000), team building (Kaiser et al., 2000), de-
veloping shared language (Majchrzak, Rice, King, Malhotra, and Ba, 2000), and coordi-





























tion  and  coordination  capabilities  such  as  document  sharing,  discussion  boards  with 
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threaded  discussion,  instant  messaging,  workspace  chat  rooms,  voting,  simultaneous 
input, presence awareness, synchronization, and persistent group memory. 
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Participants  were  students  from  three  different  universities  who  received  extra 






































































































































question (“How do we actually use the tools such as LeafHopper?”), but virtual teams also 
face  issues  related  to  technical problems, communication problems, and coordination 
problems. It was also clear that providing training is essential to helping virtual team 
members to become familiar with thinkLets, even though they represent familiar col-
laboration patterns. Participants’ messages  indicated that  some of  them had problems 





teraction (“I didn’t like not being able to meet face to face” ) and ineffective leadership (“...it 
was unclear as to who was running the groove tools and who was leading” ). Furthermore, a 
lack of mutual knowledge was evident among team members (“I was confused at first and 
did not really know what the task was” ).
We noted earlier that coordination norms need to be established in order for a vir-
tual team to achieve good performance (Sarker et al., 200). One participant expressed 
her  feelings about  this  lack of coordination  (“I was pretty much lost through the whole 
thing. It was confusing how to communicate with the other team members” ). Although de-
tailed instructions in how to use Groove™ were given, still many participations com-
plained (“A lot of the instructions seemed vague. I got all the software going and I hit a dead 
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quires further verification. Indeed, Figure 3 represents a testable set of propositions for 
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